Visual Persuasion and Politics: Ideology and Symbols of the Totalitarian Regimes’ – Case Study: Hammer and Sickle by Nikša Sviličić & Pero Maldini
Coll. Antropol. 37 (2013) 2: 569–582
Original scientific paper
Visual Persuasion and Politics: Ideology
and Symbols of the Totalitarian Regimes’ –
Case Study: Hammer and Sickle
Nik{a Svili~i}1 and Pero Maldini2
1 Institute for Anthropological Research, Zagreb, Croatia
2 University of Dubrovnik, Department of Communication Science, Dubrovnik, Croatia
A B S T R A C T
Unlike all other autocracies, authoritarian regimes are, as the ultimate form of authoritarianism, a distinct phenom-
enon of the modern era. Caused by the crisis of liberal democracy and industrial capitalism of the early twentieth cen-
tury, and led by radical populist political movements/parties and their leaders, they established themselves as the regimes
which marked one of the greatest degrees of unfreedom. The article analyzes the specific sociostructural, sociocultural
and sociopsychological aspects of the formation of totalitarian regimes (particularly communism), as well as their politi-
cal system, ideological foundations and modus operandi. In doing so, it particularly emphasizes the dissolution of civil
society and its substitution by a political society as a key structural determinant, authoritarianism and fear as a socio-
psychological basis, and repression as the functional basis of operation for totalitarian regimes. In that context, it ana-
lyzes the political, anthropological and visual aspects of the symbols of totalitarian regimes, their archetypal (mythologi-
cal, religious, ethnic, cultural, historical) meaning, and explains their function (political, anthropological, sociocultural,
and sociopsychological) in the development and preservation of totalitarian regimes. Using the example of the hammer
and sickle, a typical symbol of communism, it shows a substantial and communicational (particularly visual) dimension
of symbol, by breakdown by the elements of semiotics (signum, designatum, interpretant) and its sub-disciplines (seman-
tics, pragmatics, sintactics). On this basis, it tries to show the decisive power of political symbols over the political percep-
tions and political behavior of individuals and entire social groups, i.e. their manipulative power by meanings assigned
to them by totalitarian authorities and forms of their communication, with the goal of preserving the totalitarian regime.
Key words: political anthropology, social anthropology, visual anthropology, totalitarian regime, totalitarianism,
authoritarianism, ideology, communism, political symbols, heraldry
Introduction
Totalitarian regimes have undoubtedly marked one of
the highest levels of unfreedom of the individual in any
social and political framework. Although the political
history is (with the exception of the ancient Athenian de-
mocracy) in fact a history of autocracies, established and
sustained without the consent of subordinates (whether
as a result of external force imposed by conquerors or co-
ercion by internal factors) – totalitarian regimes that
have marked the 20th century, emerged as an aberration
of the already existing modern (representative, liberal)
democracy, which had postulated equality, freedom, civil
rights and national sovereignty as its core values. Spe-
cific conditions of the socioeconomic crisis of the early
20th century – which significantly favored the emergence
and development of totalitarian regimes – warn us of per-
manent susceptibility of democracy and the always possi-
ble slide towards authoritarian solutions. The recent so-
cioeconomic crisis of (neo)liberal democracy is clearly
indicative of this threat; the revival of radical anti-demo-
cratic political ideas (both the left and right provenance)
can be seen in the most affected societies, indicating the
same dangers to democracy as well as nearly a century
ago.
These specific conditions, which enabled the emer-
gence of totalitarian regimes and their particular charac-
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teristics (political, structural, cultural, sociopsychologi-
cal) make up the context for the analysis of the main
subject of this article. It is about the political, anthropo-
logical and visual aspects of the symbols of totalitarian
regimes that had an essential function in their creation
and preservation, remaining even after their disappear-
ance (which indicates the relevance of conditions that
generated them, as well as their relevance in contempo-
rary social and political context).
Ways of establishing social control and forms of achie-
ving it belong to the core subjects of study of political an-
thropology. Forms of legitimation of political power and
political order (primarily as a hierarchy of power), and
the influence of tradition and religion, i.e. the rituals and
symbols that result from them – are crucial for the con-
stitution of political identity and cohesion of the commu-
nity, as well as for analysis of the structure and function-
ing of political power.
Symbolism and iconography of totalitarian regimes
are closely related to the specific totalitarian political ide-
ology, but also to the meanings from specific cultural her-
itage and tradition that – although quite idiosyncratic –
cross ethnic, national and cultural boundaries of a spe-
cific society and have certain universal characteristics.
Meanings of political symbols and forms of their commu-
nication establish separate symbolic entities that have a
specific function within the totalitarian regimes, but also
after their disappearance. They continue to exist and re-
tain a part of their content (meaning, identification) and
communication (message, stimulus) characteristics, indi-
cating that nor they, nor the political, sociocultural and
socioeconomic conditions that have generated them (the
afterglow of which is noticeable in the recent global cri-
sis) are by any means irrelevant. With that in mind, one
can understand the caution with the use of these symbols
in most of today’s democratic societies (in terms of their
bans and public denunciation of their anti-democratic
content).
Methodological Framework
Based on the consideration and analysis of totalitar-
ian regimes’ key characteristics, their specifics, mutual
similarities and differences, and distinctions in relation
to democracy, this article seeks to demonstrate the basic
functions (primarily political, anthropological, socio-cul-
tural and sociopsychological) of political symbols in the
emergence and subsistence of totalitarian regimes. On
the characteristic example (hammer and sickle symbol),
relying on the aforesaid, the content and visual dimen-
sions of political symbols will be particularly analyzed, by
breakdown by the semiotic elements (signum, designa-
tum, interpretant) and sub-disciplines (semantics, prag-
matics, sintactics).
Since the vast majority of totalitarian regimes’ politi-
cal symbols is taken from the ancient peoples and cul-
tures’ iconography – and their original meaning adapted
to needs of a new political ideology or completely re-
placed by a new meaning – it is necessary to examine
their sources of origin and their archetypal (mythologi-
cal, religious, ethnic, cultural, historical) significance.
This reflects the basic politico-anthropological approach
to this phenomenon. On the analyzed example of the
hammer and sickle symbol and its derivatives, using the
methods of political, anthropological and semiotic analy-
sis, it is shown the fundamental meaning of the political
symbol, the degree of correspondence between the new
(assigned) meaning and the original one, and its function
within the political system and society, respectively. It is
also shown the way of its participation in the group of
symbols with which it forms wholeness (in terms of mu-
tual relationship). Finally, it points out the importance of
the form and means of communication of symbols, since
they are often more important even than their primary
meaning.
Based on abovementioned, it seeks to prove a decisive
impact of political symbols on the political perceptions
and behavior of individuals and entire social groups (re-
gardless of the instruments of repression, inherently
characteristic of totalitarianism), i.e. their manipulative
power by meanings assigned to them by totalitarian re-
gime and by forms of their communication, in order to
sustain the regime.
Totalitarianism and Totalitarian Regimes
When speaking of totalitarian regimes, in turn, we
are speaking of authoritarian regimes par excellence.
However, unlike classic authoritarian regimes which are
satisfied by the achievement of mostly political domina-
tion over society, i.e. securing the position of power, total-
itarian regimes establish complete (total) control over
just about all segments of social life. As opposed to de-
mocracies which, due to pluralism and freedom, always
bring in uncertainty in the political process, totalitarian
regimes are always expected to effectuate normality, i.e.
to provide the conditions leading towards the perfect so-
ciety. For the sake of achieving that collective goal, total
control over society is installed and justified, meaning
the removal of all obstacles, including particular and in-
dividual interests and differing political opinions which
are persecuted as hostile and are sanctioned as such. In-
dividualism is denounced as opposed and harmful to soci-
ety, and as such is suppressed. Of course, the regime pre-
sumes danger from (individual) action happening beyond
the control of the political authorities, which could po-
tentially bring disarray into the organized community in
which acceptance of the ruling paradigm is expected.
When the acceptance is lacking, then it is imposed by co-
ercion. In that way, totalitarianism is an extreme form of
autocracy and the complete negation of democracy and
all its postulates.
Whether a certain authoritarian regime is totalitar-
ian, and to what extent, can be judged on the basis of the
scope of monopolization of political power held by the po-
litical government or an individual (dictator). All totali-
tarian regimes with no exception are dictatorships. Dic-
tatorship is the rule of one or more persons who assume











and monopolize power within the state and exercise it
without constraints. Based on that criterion, we can dis-
tinguish simple dictatorship in which the dictator can ex-
ercise his authority by absolute control over the tradi-
tional means of coercion, i.e. military, police, bureau-
cracy, and judiciary. That, however, is often insufficient,
so in certain situations the dictator is forced to build up
public support in order to secure a massive base, whether
to increase his own power or to exercise it. That type of
dictatorship can be called caesaristic, and is always per-
sonal in form. However, even such a combination of mo-
nopolized coercion and popular support isn’t necessarily
a sufficient guarantee of power, so dictatorships tend to
control education, means of communication, and econ-
omy, and so the whole of society, including the private life
of the citizen, is bound within the system of political
domination. That type of dictatorship is totalitarian dic-
tatorship1.
Totalitarian regimes, unlike all others authoritarian
regimes, are a phenomenon of the modern age. Their
emergence and development were enabled by specific so-
cioeconomic, sociostructural, and sociocultural conditions
caused by the breakdown of the old monarchies at the
end of World War I, and the crisis of liberal democracy,
and the specifics of societies in which they originally
formed. Thus the Russian tsarist regime collapsed under
the pressure of the immense discontent of proletariani-
zed masses in the revolution led by the communists. The
fragile democracies established after the Versailles treaty
couldn’t handle the growing social inequalities and dis-
content caused first by the aftermath of the War, and
later by the great economic crisis in 1929 which was
brought by the processes of concentration of capital, the
growth of industrial and financial monopolies, uneven
distribution of income, and the operation of the liberal
market. The crisis – which manifested itself through eco-
nomic depression, decline of small and mid-sized compa-
nies, increase in unemployment and impoverishment of
wide social classes, and economic and social insecurity –
directed large social groups, in many countries, towards
the extreme ideologies of left (working class) and right
(minor and middle craftsmen, merchants and landown-
ers). In many countries there also appear inter-ethnical
tensions, especially in Eastern Europe where a sudden
increase in anti-Semitism happened.
At that time, throughout Europe flares of Bolshevik
revolution happen simultaneously, led by socialists, com-
munists and syndicates, and radical-right anticommu-
nist demands which grow along with the fear of exporta-
tion of revolution from the USSR. The unsatisfied Italian
imperialism (due to not getting the expected colonies) as
well as the disappointed and embarrassed German mili-
tarism (due to loss of war and the imposed conditions of
the Versailles treaty, especially the war reparations) seek
redress. Hopelessness, the social and economic crisis,
and the lack of authority led to blockage of the demo-
cratic process, opening up space to radical political ideol-
ogies and their actors. Totalitarian ideologies, which are
created in that space, criticize democracy as an unsus-
tainable, incompetent, and immoral society which pro-
motes the weak while thwarting the powerful (right) or
vice versa (left). They consider it irreparable and advocate
the establishment of a new society and order, which would
provide an exit from the agony, and prosperity to all.
Insecurity, anxiety and disorientation are increas-
ingly widespread among the general population, substan-
tially benefiting radicalism and messianic promises of
the leaders of populist movements in favor of totalitarian
political projects. Namely, the feeling of fear (which is
usually defined as the increase of tension due to non-fulfill-
ment of the needs of the individual) has a special function
in the political life. Under conditions of fear and uncer-
tainty, most of the people will usually choose security, and
not freedom. Fear, as a passive element of the individual
consciousness, is a rewarding sociopsychological ground
which the authoritarian political regime can manipulate.
So, fear of stigmatization or ostracization because of being
differing from the others (different opinion, political atti-
tude, behavior) or from the dominant political ideology –
significantly influences the growth of political passiveness,
submissiveness, but also the growth of authoritarian ag-
gressiveness. Aggression acts like a certain »exhaust« for
releasing the pressure and frustrations brought by such a
social environment. It is usually directed towards those so-
cial actors (individuals or groups) which differ (national, re-
ligious, racial, and other minority groups, political dissent-
ers). Hence stems the stigmatization and persecution of
political opponents, but also entire social groups which the
regime marks as enemies, dangerous to the class, race, na-
tion, state/society, and as supreme culprits to all major
problems of the society (scapegoating, conspiracy theory),
which should therefore be destroyed (e.g. Jews, Gypsies,
Slavs, bourgeoisie, capitalists etc.) in order to realize the
project of a pure, new, and perfect society. Thus, a certain
institutionalization of fear is introduced, and the necessity
of persecution of enemies of the regime is justified1–8.
Fear and uncertainty amplify another subjective feeling
– the need to belonging. Pronounced association with a so-
cial group (family, tribe, country, nation, religion, class) and
the fear of dissociation from the group (loss of identity,
self-respect, security) disabling the freedom of choice, sig-
nificantly limiting the individual and making him an un-
free citizen. All that greatly favors the strengthening of au-
thoritarianism and conformity as key sociopsychological
features which enable political manipulation and populist
mobilization, so characteristic of totalitarian regimes*.
The fundamental form of political action in the fight
for power is the populist movement/party with a charis-
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matic leader, assuming to be the embodiment of the gen-
eral will of the people and having a historical mission of
liberation (of class, nation, state) and the realization of a
new (better, greater, and more advanced) society. On that
ground, they give themselves special rights, and in their
operation they rely on the masses of followers which they
populistically mobilize and include into various forms of
mass political organizing. Mass public manifestations
with religious (sacralization) and mythological elements
of politics are characteristic forms of expression of politi-
cal support to the leader, party, and the ideology. After
coming to the power (whether on democratic elections or
violently), they completely disassemble the institutions
of the democratic state and establish a monopoly and a
unity of government (the pluralistic party system and
tripartition of power are abolished). A strong state is con-
stituted, with a monopolistic position of the ruling party/
movement and a pronounced repressive apparatus (the
police, the army) with a goal of gaining complete control
over society. A legal state is transformed into a police
state and acts as an exclusive instrument of coercion in
the hands of the ruling party/movement8,10,11.
In achieving their historical mission, the party/move-
ment and the leader demand the submission of all citi-
zens to those goals. In that sense, a general politicization
and homogenization of society (class, national, political)
is carried out on ideological grounds, in which the behav-
ior of the individual has to be in accordance with the col-
lective goals proclaimed by the dominant ideology. The
ideology, in turn, is institutionalized in the form of a po-
litical religion12 aiming to shape the individual and the
masses through anthropological revolution with the pur-
pose of creating a new man, completely devoted to the re-
alization of revolutionary/political/national goals of the
totalitarian party with the ultimate goal of creating a
new society/civilization. That includes expansionist and
supranational actions (the worldwide revolution or the
exportation of revolution and socialism from the USSR,
the theory of Lebensraum and Drang nach Osten in Ger-
many, the imperial conquests of Italy and Japan).
Totalitarian regimes rest upon an elaborated ideology
consisting of an official value system and a doctrine en-
compassing all important segments of a man’s life and
behavior. In order to carry out such an ideology, mecha-
nisms of repression are not sufficient, especially in the
conditions of the modern industrial society. Moreover,
the regime attempts to gain an appropriate popular sup-
port for its political project (even after coming to the
power), i.e. it needs that semblance of democracy and
popular support in order to obtain legitimacy, despite the
complete denial of the essence of democracy. Implemen-
tation of such an ideology requires total control over soci-
ety and complete pervasion of society by the regime.
That is accomplished by a deliberated dissolution of soci-
ety (destruction of classic social forms such as family,
civic associations, religious and cultural communities,
professional guilds, labor unions etc.), which results in
desubjectivization of citizens and reducing them to an
amorphous mass. Such atomized and destructuralized
society they attempt to reconstitute on new, ideological
foundations, i.e. a new society is projected from the ideol-
ogy in an attempt to justify and petrify the totalitarian
structure of the regime. Political power capillary infil-
trate itself in the whole society through a network of
highly politicized mass organizations which substitute
organic structure of civil society13,14. In that way, the
party directly or indirectly controls the citizens, indoctri-
nates them and collectively mobilizes them into the achi-
evement of its political goals (building a »new« society
and man).
Absolute strength and power on one side call for abso-
lute obedience on the other. Obedience and submission to
authority are therefore held as the greatest virtues. The
more dedicated to collective goals an individual is, the
more he fulfills his designated social role. Desubjecti-
vized and completely immersed into collectivist forms,
the individual becomes an instrument of the construc-
tion of »a new future«. Precisely in that appropriation of
society by the state, and complete domination of the re-
gime over the overall life of the citizen and society, the
most characteristic mark of totalitarian regimes is re-
flected – the complete lack of freedom of the individual.
An important factor in the functioning of totalitarian
regimes is the principle of the leader. It’s about establish-
ing a strict hierarchy on the head of which stands the un-
disputed leader (secretary of the party, duce, führer).
This implies indisputability of the position and absolute
right of decision making of the leader of the party, state,
and army (unified positions), to whom everyone subordi-
nate is responsible. By that principle, unrestricted totali-
tarian dictatorship is institutionalized.
Although politically different, totalitarian ideologies
(communism, fascism, nazism) have many common ele-
ments in their key determinants. Thus we can speak of
ideology of the community (nation, state), ideology of au-
thority (party/movement, hierarchy ending with the
principle of the leader), ideology of ownership (abolish-
ment of private property of communists vs. anticommu-
nism, corporatism and state capitalism of fascists and
nazis), the scapegoating philosophy (which marks the en-
emies of society, gives a convincing explanation for all the
evils in the world, and at the same time offers them to
the masses as objects for relieving their aggression with
impunity), and the ideology of militarism (the fight for
suppressed rights which includes war of aggression and
imperialist conquest of other countries)2. In the lack of
organic legitimacy, the ideology functions as a mean of
justification and preservation of the regime. It permeates
all social spheres, and the political and social life of the
community is shaped according to its postulates.
Absolute control over means of public communication
is one of the basic characteristics of totalitarian regimes.
That form of control is even more important than means
of repression, because it is a way of imposing patterns of
the ruling ideology as the dominant public opinion, chan-
ging the existing and building new collective perceptions.
In such conditions, organic social culture is replaced by
political propaganda3,15. That becomes possible due to











nonexistence of the public sphere as a free space for ar-
ticulation of the public opinion and operation of media,
so there are no possibilities of free communication or al-
ternative information sources, and hence no availability
of other (and different) information. The possibilities of
manipulation are therefore endless, all with the goal of
building a new society in which the individual is com-
pletely devoted to achievement of collective goals, »visio-
narily« promoted by the leader/party/state. That is its
historical mission since it knows the goals of the society,
the road to them, and the way to prosperity of the
people16–18.
Repression is another one of the key characteristics of
totalitarianism. In totalitarian regimes, the main repres-
sive organs are not courts, police, state and administra-
tive institutions, which follow the law, but the secret (po-
litical) police and the party. Courts, state and admini-
strative institutions are under their direct control, and
mere executors of their decisions. In that way, repression
becomes an institutionalized instrument of the regime,
and the state is converted from a legal one to a police
state. However, although totalitarian regimes cannot
survive without repression, they still couldn’t sustain
themselves without adequate support of the citizens and
their identification with their leaders and ideology. Ma-
nipulation – in the sense that a lie that carries part of the
truth always is easily susceptible – is a typical character-
istic of rhetoric and the ideology of totalitarianism which,
in that way, creates a false concreteness, constructing a
false image of the world. Socioeconomic conditions of the
great economic crisis and their sociopsychological conse-
quences were a fertile ground which greatly facilitated
the acceptance of redemptive and messianic ideas which
the coryphaeus of totalitarian parties/movements pro-
moted. It was easier to accept the illusion of a better life
and greater personal significance, even at a cost of a
moral downfall, than to resist to the terror (especially
when and while it was the others who were subjected to
violence). Hypocrisy and conformism overcame solidarity
and empathy, which enabled the totalitarian regime max-
imal repression over citizens, which culminated in im-
prisonings, internments, torture, and murder, including
organized extermination of entire social groups within
society. Precisely because of authoritarianism and con-
formism as key sociopsychological characteristics of the
individual and the social groups, totalitarian regimes
managed to have support and maintain vitality.
The Communist Regime
Unlike other totalitarian regimes (fascism and na-
zism), communism was established as a so-called revolu-
tion from above, in specific conditions of economic under-
development and lack of modernization*.
Those conditions had a key influence on the develop-
ment and implementation of the Marxist-Leninist doc-
trine led by the communist party, as well as on the nature
of the totalitarian communist government and regime.
Potentiated by socioeconomic inequalities and social in-
justice of liberal capitalism, communism appears as an
ideology of perfect, classless society of universal equality
of people, which is possible to effectuate by abolishing
the main causes of class division and exploitation of man,
most of all the capitalist system, i.e. private property
over the means of production and state as an instrument
of coercion in the hands of the ruling (bourgeois) class.
However, that utopian idea did not gain as much footing
among the reform socialists as it did among radical com-
munists**. In addition, the first communist revolution
took place in Russia, in conditions of underdeveloped in-
dustrial production and the worker’s class, with predom-
inant rural population, widespread poverty, and authori-
tarian political legacy. In the moment of collapse of the
absolutist tsarist regime and enormous discontent of
great social groups, the communists manage to gain sup-
port of the lowest social classes by their populist political
action and radical political demands. They overthrow the
tsarist regime, and later the short-lived civil govern-
ment, establishing a single-party dictatorship.
Precisely these conditions had a key influence on the
formation and implementation of the communist ideol-
ogy, as well as the nature of the regime founded upon it.
A soviet state was created on the foundations of the
Marxist-Leninist doctrine (bolshevism) according to which
strong revolutionary party of professional revolutionar-
ies is the key agent of revolution and the creation of a
new society. In the conditions of underdevelopment of
the industrial proletariat (normally a key social basis of
Marxist conception of revolution), the party substitutes
it as its most progressive part (workers’ avantgarde).
The party considers itself the authentic interpreter of
the will of the people which, on the basis of Marxist the-
ory (historical materialism), knows the historical laws of
social development. It therefore assumes the role of the
main political actor in the mission of liberation of work
and man from the capitalist exploitation. By doing that,
it legitimizes its monopolistic position and the exclusion
of all other political options17,18,11. Dictatorship of the
proletariat becomes a characteristic form of political ac-
tion and governance for the communist party. It gradu-
ally turns into a dictatorship of the party leader (bu-
reaucratization of the party and creation of a personality
cult). The regime uses the state (during the so-called
transitional period towards communism) as a form of
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set off the development of capitalism and democracy); 2. revolutions from below (which leading towards fascism or similar autocratic regimes); 3. revolu-
tions from above (which leading to communism).19
** Social democrats are directed towards the achievement of socialism (as a society of social justice) through reforms within the frame of democracy, unlike the
communists who assume capitalism and democracy impossible to reform and always a source of social inequality. They support revolution as a mean of political










class (workers’) governance in order to abolish class soci-
ety, liberate the work and the workers, expropriation of
the bourgeoisie, and ending capitalism as the source of
inequality.
In actuality, a totalitarian regime is established, im-
posing collectivist patterns of politically controlled social
organization, completely suppressing the freedom of civil
associations. Instead of articulation of political will, the-
re is a dictate of the leader and the party, imposed on so-
ciety by political propaganda, and effectuated by massive
political mobilization and institutions of the state. The
absence of civil society and the abolishment of all re-
quirements of its creation revoke the organic social dif-
ferentiation and the possibilities of structuring the soci-
ety out of the regime’s control. Class, social, economic,
cultural, and political differences give way to the newly
created homogeneous etatistic structure, completely per-
meated by the communist regime and ideology. Thus, the
notion of totalitarian gains its full meaning.
In such conditions, the communist regime prevents
organic social integration, which instead takes place on
an ideological basis. The society is characterized by pov-
erty, lack of freedom (individual and political), repres-
sion, and total control over citizens (particularly signifi-
cant is secret police)11. Private property is abolished, and
all property and companies is taken over by the state. At
the same time, free market as a mechanism of allocation
of material and social resources is suspended, and substi-
tuted by a centralized, planned state administration. The
party running the state also runs the production; not just
the material one, but the entire process of social repro-
duction. A politically led central-plan economy, and norms
and the practice of egalitarian distribution of material
goods (so-called leveling) were extremely destimulating
for economic growth. That practice influenced relative
material equalization (although equalization of poverty)
of the great majority of citizens, which was explained by
the need for sacrifice on the difficult way to achieving
communism as the end goal. Simultaneously, the com-
munist political elite exempted themselves from that po-
sition*. Under such conditions, with inherited socioeco-
nomical underdevelopment, sociostructural non-moder-
nization, and sociocultural legacy of authoritarianism, it
develops into a socially closed, economically inefficient,
and politically totalitarian regime. An extremely hyper-
trophied state and bureaucratic apparatus, military, and
police, are a characteristic mark of the communist re-
gime, both Soviet and others created with its support.
The Soviet totalitarian regime, as the first communist
country (or so-called real socialism), expresses its expan-
sionist aspirations under the cover of struggle against
imperialism and capitalism. It stimulates an interna-
tional socialist revolution by organizing and aiding com-
munist movements and parties of other countries (Com-
munist international). The goals are destruction of capi-
talism and »exportation« of revolution into other coun-
tries. With the defeat of fascism and nazism after the
Second World War, the Soviet communist regime intro-
duces totalitarian political regimes much like itself in
possessed countries, despite the resistance from the their
citizens. It lasts until the breakdown of communist re-
gimes, symbolized by the fall of the Berlin wall.
Political Symbolism of
Totalitarian Regimes
Political ideologies are an expression of modernity,
par excellence. They are regularly manifested in two
forms: first, that marks the political elites and external
diffusion, and second, simplified one, that is, by its tradi-
tional discourse, adjusted to wider social strata that not
encompassed by modern education. Thus, certain syn-
cretism occurs, reflected in the mixture of elements of
the new ideology and old traditional patterns. However,
totalitarian ideologies reverse this relationship. By re-
jecting the elements of modernism they reach for real or
artificial elements and symbols of the traditional com-
plex (national mythology, ethnic iconography, meta-sym-
bols) with the goal of emphasizing their detachment
from modern, particularly liberal-democratic heritage.
They reject and detest them because they, for example,
raise the weak (nazism, fascism), consider them unjust
because they favor the bourgeoisie and oppress the prole-
tariat (communism), warped because they allow individ-
ualism, for example, in art (all totalitarian ideologies). In
the totalitarian context ideology assumes a utopian char-
acter: it exalts the future society, and assigns immediate
efficacy and universal historical significance to the col-
lective endeavour20. The ideologically shaped political
discourse, i.e. the political rhetoric and demagoguism im-
posed through the systematic and aggressive propaganda
and massive populist gatherings at which the praise of
the leader cult/party/class/nation/state take on religious
characteristics (undisputed and compulsory dogmas).
Political symbols also function in that context. Their
basic function is support of the regime through emphasis
and keeping of ideological values and postulates, but also
as an expression of imposing will. Therefore the political
space of totalitarian regimes is regularly and emphati-
cally filled with political symbols. Political symbolism is
an integral part (substantive and communicative) of the
dominant ideology and political discourse. Although all
ideologies use symbols in the fight for power (including
the democratic one), totalitarian symbolism is specific
mainly because the symbols are always contrasted. For
instance, every positive value (regularly attributed to
self) has a certain negative value as its opposite (regu-
larly attributed to others, usually opposed ideologies).
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Thus the values such as unity, harmony, strength, tradi-
tion are contrasted with fragmentation, discord, weak-
ness, modernity, and similar.
Visual Anthropology and Semiotics
of Totalitarian Regimes
Ideological and political context of totalitarian re-
gimes is interesting to consider through the holistic
standpoint of sociocultural, or more precisely, visual an-
thropology. Namely, all symbols marking such regimes,
had to have a primordial clearness of expression, so that
even a glance at the visual provided the viewer with a
clear and unambiguous guiding thought of the political
idea itself (ideology), i.e. the political program of the re-
spective regime.
The analysis of such symbols is necessarily permeated
by the theoretical paradigm of semiotics and information
theory. Namely, if we agree with the conventional defini-
tion of semiotics, which defines it as study of system-
atized signage translated into symbols, we can come to
interesting, anthropologically relevant conclusions by
studying some of the most characteristic symbols.
It is clear that the goal of political marketing of a to-
talitarian regime heads towards simple, easy-to-under-
stand, and memorable political messages. A semiotically
simplified message has more advantages, in the terms of
its decoding by the recipient, than those who try to ex-
press too much within a small space. Therefore, the
speed of decoding of the message by the ones for which
the message is designed, is of great importance. One of
the pioneers of semiotics, Morris,21 mentions three fun-
damental criteria/elements of semiotics, as follows:
1. Basic nomenclatural label (signum)
2. Connotative orientation of the nomenclatural label
(designatum)
3. Final effect on the recipient (interpretant)
If we consider these fundamental Morris’ criteria in
the context of visual determinants of totalitarian re-
gimes, we could posit that:
The basic nomenclatural label (signum), marks a ba-
sic pattern of informationally compliant contextualized
signs used which imply the fundamental ideo-social set-
ting of the organization, and sometimes the class group-
ings, i.e. the interests’ advocates of the respective idea
(e.g. the »hammer and sickle« symbol) as well.
Connotative orientation of the nomenclatural label
(designatum), displays an ideological tendency and the
context of the respective idioms (e.g. the »hammer and
sickle« are perpendicular to each other, one placed on the
top of each other, which suggests the unity of workers
and peasants; a frequent motive on communist flags is a
workers’ profile, with their right fist up high, suggesting
proactiveness in the accomplishment of political goals).
The final effect on the recipient (interpretant) means
the basic emotional reaction of the recipient of the mes-
sage in the moment of reception of the respective symbol.
The semiotic significance of an ideogram is stronger, in-
sofar as the time in which it increases the emotional
charge of the recipient is shorter. Of course, Morris as-
sumes a pre-existing sensibility of the recipient towards
the socio-political ideas transferred via symbols and sign-
age.
It’s interesting that, with reference to this, there ex-
ists a significant correspondence with a phenomenon of
the artistic milieu better known as »hyperkulturemia«,
»Stendhal syndrome«, or »Florence syndrome«22.
This disorder, described in scientific literature, signi-
fies an elevated state of consciousness of an individual
exposed to a large number of works of art. It manifests it-
self through acute attacks including disorders of thought
and affects, and even including, anxiety attack; it is espe-
cially interesting that this syndrome has been identified
in Florence and in cities with similar characteristics such
as Venice and Rome22. What connects the aforemen-
tioned syndrome with the Morris’ »final effect on the re-
cipient« is the sensibility of the affected subject (person)
to the content of the proclamatory message. In other
words, prior knowledge of the subject of interest (a work
of art or a symbol of a political idea) induces the connota-
tive emotional reaction of the subject (person); i.e. it is
certain that a lack of a reaction would occur, if not for the
prior knowledge (emotion) of the observed subject.
Semiotics is divided in three subgroups, each of which
has its specifics in regard to the reception and perception
of its basic settings, and those are: 1. Semantics, 2.
Pragmatics, and 3. Syntax.
Semantics falls within the area of philology, and con-
cerns deliberation and description of the meaning con-
veyed by phonemic language units. In other words, since
semantics studies the correlation between signs and cer-
tain objects, one could say that a well »arranged« seman-
tics conditions the potential of well coded ideological and
political visions, molded into visual elements (for exam-
ple, a red cross signifies, i.e. denotes – help, an hourglass
– transience, a red rose – love, golden grain – prosperity,
etc.).
Pragmatics, as a subtype of semiotics, suggests expo-
sure to prior knowledge and comprehension, through
which the recipient obtains the full emotive-informa-
tional potential of the message. Simply put, pragmatics
intrudes and affirms prior perceptive experience of the
recipient and influences it, whether through the level of
his prior knowledge, or through his ignorance. For exam-
ple, the Perseid meteor showers (the so-called »tears of
St. Lawrence«) which happen in regular cycles, could sig-
nify doom or God’s wrath to ignorant peasants, and por-
trayed as such in the visuals of that age (handed-down
tales, stories, graphics, paintings, literature...) and in
that way perpetuated for generations. The same phe-
nomenon, however, had completely logical, causal associ-
ations and connotations for the well-educated people of
the time. Similarly, its visual and scriptural articulation
(graphics, paintings, tales, literature...) went the oppo-
site way, i.e. affirming a ceremony, uniqueness, romance,
sublimity etc.).











Syntax, as a subbranch of semiotics, studies correla-
tion and interdependence of symbols within a signage
system. Also, it deals with methods and rules of con-
structing sentence sequences and phrases. The syntactic
part in the analysis of totalitarian regimes’ symbols is
also of great importance, since a visual is often accompa-
nied by an appropriate political idea or motto (e.g. »Wor-
kers of the world, unite!«). In that way, a phraseologically
shaped syntactic message reinforces the existing visual
message and gives it an explicit receptive orientation.
Also, a handful of symbols are distinguished in that con-
text, which by their semiotic paradigm and »pars pro
toto« communication implies aspirations and ultimate
goals of the regime.
Phenomenology and Anthropological Para-
digm of the »Hammer And Sickle« Symbol
Case Study: Analysis of Visual Content of
»Hammer And Sickle«
By analyzing the phenomenology of the »hammer and
sickle« visual, multiple designer elements can be noted,
which are fascinatingly similar to modern trends in the
theory of visual perception (Figure 1). Namely, the geo-
metrical symmetry of the form, the choice of colors, the
composition of the object, angles, etc., almost all signifi-
cant elements of a remarkable visual, as interpreted to-
day by relevant sources23 are optimized and visually and
functionally articulated already in the first communist
visual, when »hammer and sickle« was inaugurated as a
lite motif and the bearer of political propaganda. Modern
theories that define perceptibility of space and symbols
are mainly associated with information technology. In
that sense, visual perception is, in certain professional
circles, thought of as »computational theory of percep-
tion«, advocating a series of strictly defined rules of es-
tablishing a »visual order« in a subject, for the sake of
easier and more precise perception, i.e. reception of the
visual in question. Such a system of »guided rules« leads
to the harmonization of the visual element of the subject,
making it easier to decode by the recipient (Figure 2).
Visual Field
Visual field means a general ad hoc perception of a vi-
sual object. According to the theory of visual perception,
the amount of luminance present on the object, i.e. the
feeling gained prima vista by the recipient, at a single
glance upon the visual, is of crucial value in this aspect of
creation of an optimally perceptive visual. By analyzing
the heraldic visuality of the first communist signage, it is
clear that the golden grain ears, along with the red star
on top, creates a remarkable axis of the visual field,
whereas they simultaneously provide additional impor-
tance to the dominant symbols inside of it (hammer and
sickle). The sun rising from the base of the coat of arms,
in accord with the vertically placed star, provokes the pri-
mordial proactivity of the recipient, thus »calling to ac-
tion« in a certain way. A deliberate choice of colours from
the top of the warm colour spectrum (red and yellow) en-
ters the domain of a well-chosen visual field of the object
as well. Namely, Jesse Charles Fremont Grumbine was
one of the pioneers in the field of research of colours’ in-
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Fig. 1. The first national emblem of Russia Communist Party
(Available from: URL: http://tinyurl.com/m9vagv9).
Fig. 2. Perception: Computational Theory
(Source: Visual structures: Background, accessed 17.03.2013.










fluence on people; in his book »Psychology of colour«23,
published in 1921, he states that warm colours have a
very pronounced effect on human reception and percep-
tion: yellow, for example, has an affirmative context asso-
ciated with mind, intellect, light, reason, and rationality,
it stimulates, causes joy, and represents hope. The time
of publication of the aforementioned book, which was
revolutionary for its time, interestingly coincides with
the time of defining the colouring scheme and the occur-
rence of the first communist visuals (1923). Therefore, in
the »visual field« the recipient’s brain acquires the gen-
eral impression and the emotional »colouring« which ac-
companies it.
Lighting
In professional literature, lighting is more precisely
defined as »brightness awareness«, i.e. diverting atten-
tion by illumination. It is quite clear that by adequately
lighting an object, one can achieve an adequate psycho-
logical effect they want the visual to have. Today the pro-
cess is in many ways simplified by the usage of the new
information technologies in the service of graphic design,
and the so-called deductive process is nowadays increas-
ingly employed in the process of creation of visual ob-
jects. What it means is that the so-called »F pattern«, i.e.
the kinetic path of the recipient’s glance at the object is
defined first, using the »Eye tracker« method24; next,
changes are made to the visual (in accordance with the
results), in order to better affirm the proactiveness of the
visual’s essential message. Today, using available infor-
mation technologies, it is very easy to optimize the
»brightness awareness« phenomenon; it is fascinating,
however, that 90 years ago the communist designers
were aware of its effect on the perception of content,
which can be seen from the mise-en-scène of the funda-
mental visuals of the communist coat of arms.
Edges
The symmetry of side margins (Edges) is of great im-
portance for the general perception of the visual, since it
gives the sense of harmony and direction to the visual
content, and is based on the effect of the perception of
the colours’ wavelength span (Figure 3). With commu-
nist heraldry, side margins are regularly intertwined
with wheat and red ribbon on both sides, synchronously,
giving an impression of tidiness and tranquility of the
content which they enclose, i.e. they stress the main
guiding thought of the ideology – hammer and sickle, lo-
cated on the central position of the visual. Interestingly,
the side margins in the visuals of communist heraldry
are almost completely taken from the Roman age, and
reminiscent of laurel wreaths, in that age a symbol of
sport or artistic excellence.
Shape, object and content organization
The best known symbol of communism is undoubt-
edly the »hammer and sickle« symbol (on Russian: »Ñåðï
è ìîëîò«). The sickle, as a visual element, symbolized the
strength of the peasantry while the hammer called upon
the affirmation of workers’ strength. Merged into a sin-
gle symbol, they clearly suggested the union of peasants
and workers, and thus pointed out their socio-political
potential (Figure 1).
The sickle symbol has been long present in the world
heraldry, and its metaphorical meaning was always very
inspirational for articulation of various ideas, varying
from political to religious ones, from fertility to death.
The sickle itself is basically an agricultural tool, built
mainly with pressed steel, sometimes with the addition
of nickel, used for reaping wheat, lavender, rosemary et
al. The first sickle-like forms of such tools are found in
the drawings at Altamira and Lascaux caves, dated 12.
000 years B.C.
Admittedly, the only thing connecting the sickle from
the drawings with the modern notion of the tool is the
shape. In ancient times, sickles were made from natu-
rally curved stones, sharpened to a usable degree (as a
hunting weapon or an agricultural tool). Besides rocks,
animal horns were used, as well as animal ribs, which
were ergonomically joined with wooden grips. In ancient
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Wave lenght Color frequency
RED ~ 625 – 740 nm ~ 480 – 405 THz
ORANGE ~ 590 – 625 nm ~ 510 – 480 THz
YELLOW ~ 565 – 590 nm ~ 530 – 510 THz
GREEN ~ 500 – 565 nm ~ 600 – 530 THz
CYAN ~ 485 – 500 nm ~ 620 – 600 THz
BLUE ~ 440 – 485 nm ~ 680 – 620 THz
MAGENTA ~ 380 – 440 nm ~ 790 – 680 THz
Fig. 3. Colours’ wavelength span
(Source: GRUMBINE JCF, Psychology of color
(The Order of the white rose, Cleveland, 1921).
Fig. 4. Museum Quintana. Neolithic sickle.










Egypt, sickles were made from animal jaws until the
Bronze Age that sickles started to be manufactured by
processing metal alloys (Figures 4 and 5). At first, sickle
lacked a semiotic-symbolic character, unlike some other
tools or technological achievements of the time (like the
wheel, for example, which imposed itself as an integral
part of some peoples’ visual identities right away, and
continues to survive in their heraldry; like India, for ex-
ample).
In the antiquity, the scythe appears alongside the
sickle, as a perfected, elongated sickle. The scythe and
the sickle were considered attributes of Saturn (Jupiter’s
father) and Demeter (goddess of harvest and agricul-
ture), and regarding their mythological role, Perseus re-
ceives a sickle from the god Hermes which he used to kill
Medusa/Gorgon (Figures 6, 7 and 8). It is quite interest-
ing that the derivative of the sickle, the scythe, managed
to become more semiotically potent than its predecessor
in a very short time. Namely, the scythe was from its very
beginning an association to death, and remained so.
There are multiple explanations as to why the scythe was
always (besides the skeleton) an association to death, in
the available literature. The explanations suggest the se-
mantics of the act, i.e. the scythe cuts (»kills«) wheat,
which then, through flour and various other derivatives,
brings new life to people. Therefore, a scythe in the
hands of the skeleton does not have a unique explana-
tion, but instead suggests the life cycle and an indication
of positive changes, under the aegis of current fear and
pain. That association (the life cycle and an indication of
positive changes) is a possible basic message carried by
the sickle in the »hammer and sickle« motive.
Depth cues and recognition
In modern semiotics, the »hammer and sickle« motive
appeared somewhere around 1917, as a symbol of Bolshe-
vik propaganda, and was adopted into official use on 6th
of July, 1923 on the Second session of the Central Execu-
tive Committee in the USSR25.
The design was defined with the Soviet constitution
of 1924, when the official description of the coat of arms,
dominated by the hammer and sickle, is defined as well:
»The state emblem of the USSR is made up of a hammer
and sickle placed upon the globe, pictured above sun-
beams and framed by bundles of wheat, with the inscrip-
tion »Workers of the world, unite!« in six languages: Rus-
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Fig. 5. Clay Summerian sickle from Bronze Age
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/lv245kd).
Fig. 6. Simbol of Saturnus
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/ltvp769).
Fig. 7. Goddess Demetra, always with sickle in her hand
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/lol3q3u).
Fig. 8. Perseus is killing Medusa by using sickle.










sian, Ukrainian, Belarusian, Georgian, Armenian, and
Tatarian. On the top of the emblem is a red five-pointed
star.« (Figure 1)
Up to the present day, those symbols have kept their
socio-political articulation, semiotic completeness, and
conceptual unambiguity. In that way, regardless of the
collapse of the totalitarian ideology they represented,
they certainly deserve the title of a well-conceived and
distinctive visual. Anatoliy Lunarcharshy and Vladimir
Ilyich Lenjn are the indirect authors of the »hammer and
sickle«.
Fully aware of the need for simplification of political
rhetoric and the importance of the appearance of sym-
bols which would unify political methods and final goals,
they gathered artists of the time that together created
that motive. The sprigs of wheat, beneath the five-poin-
ted red star served as an addition to the hammer and
sickle. The conceptual associations were extremely sim-
plified, very clear, and easy to decode, regardless of the
level of prior knowledge about the elements of the visual.
Workers were represented by the hammer, peasants
by the sickle, and their interaction in the »common is-
sue« for which they must fight was symbolized by their
overlapping at a right angle. The five-pointed star, sym-
metrically oriented, symbolized the common purpose of
the struggle of the workers and peasants, i.e. the sacred
goal towards which they strive. In the bottom of the coat
of arms was a rising sun, a direct association to new
strength, i.e. a metaphor of a new, better day. For a short
while, a small sword was in the coat of arms, represent-
ing a demonstration of resolve, strength, and military po-
tential. Since Lenin was ardently against the affirmation
of violence or weapons in the insignia of the new move-
ment, the small sword was thrown out at his insistence.
Namely, Lenin thought that the new nation should be
based upon pacifism and renouncing of arms, as well as
other means of conflict and/or coercion. The intertwined
»wheat vault« of the coat of arms clearly indicated the
potential of the land’s fertility and the conditioned pros-
perity which would follow after political changes, and si-
multaneously it was a direct association to the roman
laurel braid, which was given to the most excellent in
sport and society (Figure 9).
The definition of the hammer and sickle in the con-
text of sex definition26 is also interesting; namely, the
hammer metaphorically signified the »male principle«
and »male strength«, while the sickle was a sign of fe-
male »positive social principles«.
It’s interesting to note that the »hammer and sickle«
is still used by the Vladimirskaya Oblast and the Bryans-
kaya Oblast in Russia on their emblems and flags (Fig-
ures 10 and 11), as well as on the flag and emblem of
Transdniestria (Figures 12 and 13), and the flag of the
communist party of China (Figure 14). In modern her-
aldry, the national emblem and flag of Angola (Figure 15)
are also distinguished, displaying a mechanical gear
wheel and a machete on a red-and-black background; a
direct association to the »hammer and sickle«, even bear-
ing the same meaning, adapted to local symbolism.
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Fig. 9. Roman laurel bride
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/lcuv7de).
Fig. 10. National flag of Vladimirska area
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/lrggzhd).
Fig. 11. National flag of Brjanska area
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/kdtzpl2).
Fig. 12. National flag of Pridnjestrovian area










On September 20th 2011, the registration of the ham-
mer and sickle as a trademark is forbidden. In the ratio-
nale of the European Court of Justice27, the ban of the
»hammer and sickle« symbol is explained by it being:
»...ideally opposed to public guidelines and accepted mo-
ral principles of a substantial part of the relevant public
in parts of the European union, which were subjected to
the Soviet regime«. It’s interesting to note that the back-
ground of the decision is rather economical than politi-
cal; namely, on a far-away overseas territory of the UK,
the British Virgin Islands, the European registration of-
fice rejected a proposition of a Russian designer who, on
the basis of the recognizability of the »hammer and
sickle«, devised a campaign and visuals for the »Couture
Tech« company, only to ban the usage of the symbol
promptly afterwards.
In its rationale, the Court accentuated the examples
of now-sovereign states, members of the EU, which were
in the past members of the Soviet Union or its satellites,
hinting that similar symbols of the Soviet era are re-
garded as unwanted »symbols of despotism« in numer-
ous states formerly behind the Iron curtain. Although in
some postcommunist countries, such as Hungary, Latvia,
and Lithuania28, any public display of hammer and sickle
is forbidden and treated as a felony, the Russians still re-
spect and value the insignia from the »Soviet past«, so
they expressed their discontent with the decision in both
formal and informal ways.
Such an act indicates the power of the induced myth
of strength and power, i.e. the identification of the indi-
vidual with the mass that gives him recognizability and
strength, regardless of his depersonalization and loss of
own identity within it. In the hopelessness and poverty of
the Soviet Union, one of the rare bright points was the
idea of the invincibility of socialism, and a deep faith in
precisely those symbols on the heraldic insignia, headed
by the »hammer and sickle«.
Final Remarks
Totalitarianism, as an extreme form of authoritarian
rule, is a phenomenon of the modern age and it is not
comparable to traditional tyrannies and dictatorships. It
denotes an absolute political domination achieved through
revolutionary action of the political party/movement,
with integral conception of politics and monopoly of po-
litical power. After seizing power it abolishes the existing
regime and establishes a brand new one based on the col-
lectivist political ideology, exclusive authority of a po-
litical party and its (charismatic) leader, with a goal of
complete takeover of society and control over it in all as-
pects of sociability. Unlike traditional authoritarian re-
gimes which pursued mainly political domination over
society, totalitarian regimes establish a complete (total)
political, social and cultural control. In these societies,
control of political power encompasses the entire public
sphere and private lives of the citizens. Power, which the
political authorities (government/party/leader), is not li-
mited by anything; they are the arbiter in all forms of so-
cial interest’s mediation. They monopolize all social re-
sources, control and direct all social processes (through
the impact based on capillary infiltration of all spheres of
society), and restricts the citizens’ rights and their free-
dom. In doing that it uses the state apparatus, particu-
larly institutions and means of coercion, and developed
surveillance mechanisms and political propaganda, which
results in a general lack of freedom and insecurity of citi-
zens. In this sense, totalitarianism is the exact opposite
of free, open and pluralistic democratic societies. Totali-
tarian power demands complete submission, integration
and homogenization of citizens in collectivist forms (po-
liticized social associations) and based on the postulates
of a unique political ideology, which becomes the only
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Fig. 13. Pridnjestrovian national amblem
(Available from URL: http://bs.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Grb_Pridnjestrovije|).
Fig. 14. National flag of Chinese communist party
(Available from URL: http://tinyurl.com/lx5fbmm).
Fig. 15. National flag of Angola










source of moral norms. The main task is the creation of a
new society and a new man dedicated to achieving revo-
lutionary goals as they are proclaimed by the revolution-
ary party. Besides the political dimension, a strong an-
thropological dimension of the revolution is also reflec-
ted in that goal.
However, all the absurdity of the totalitarian project
is evident precisely in that point. Specifically, the cre-
ation of a new, ideologically based society means a com-
plete discontinuity from the previous society, which the
totalitarian regime attempts to destroy entirely. This dis-
solution of society as an organic space of human life (at
the social level) and desubjectivization of the individual
(at the individual level) means a social regression and an
anthropological de-evolution. Namely, by decomposing
the social structure of the civil society, and preventing
the occurrence of the prerequisites of its creation (espe-
cially in communism), totalitarian political regimes have
destroyed the fundamental sociocultural determinants of
organic social cohesion, including traditional forms of
collective and individual identity. Reconstitution of a so
destructured society takes place through the process of
complete obliteration of organic forms of sociability (de-
struction of diversity, unification instead of differentia-
tion) and the process of constituting a new artificial, po-
litical society based on political ideology and strongly
interwoven with political symbols with a primary func-
tion of preserving the regime and the values of the totali-
tarian ideology. Repression, political propaganda, indoc-
trination and populist mobilization replace the organic
culture of the society. A centralized government com-
pletely controls the individual and dominates over the all
social activities. Besides the anti-democratic and anti-lib-
eral character of totalitarian regimes, therein is also
manifested their distinct anti-modern feature. Moreover,
it is possible to speak of an anti-anthropocentric aberra-
tion in human development, which – after several centu-
ries of modern (humanist, Enlightenment and rational-
ist) philosophical and political thought and their social,
political and cultural heritage – was a grave reminder of
the fragility of democracy, but also the importance of lib-
erty, equality and rights as its core values.
The communist regime – although based on the idea
of a general equality and the creation of a classless soci-
ety free from exploitation of work and man, due to its im-
plementation in the conditions of an underdeveloped and
unmodernized society – has established itself as a classic
totalitarian regime. In order to achieve its ideological
project, the Communist Party introduces the dictator-
ship of the proletariat, actually its own dictatorship over
the whole of society and the absolute power of their party
leader. Political, individual and economic freedoms were
abolished and citizens’ rights were significantly con-
strained, while the whole society was fully subjected to
the strict control and repression of regime. Political dis-
course is directed and ideologically shaped. Compulsory
collectivist forms – that function as the only form of so-
ciability – are imposed through the massive populist mo-
bilization. Political symbols whose underlying function is
support of the regime and the political authority act pre-
cisely within this context. So, the political space of the
communist regime is pronouncedly filled with political
symbols.
Consequently, the visual symbolism of communism as
a totalitarian regime has also contributed skillfully and
for a long time to the expansion and preservation of val-
ues proclaimed and propagated by the communist re-
gime. The level of indoctrination by the righteousness of
the social system, which, among other ways, was imple-
mented by semiotic paradigms, has left its mark on the
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Fig. 16. Movie poster: »Goodbye Lenin«
(Available from URL: http://sausociology.wordpress.
com/2011/10/30/movie-report-goodbye-lenin/).
Fig. 17. Comic magazine: »Hammer and Sickle«










works of art (e.g. feature film »Goodbye Lenin«, directed
by W. Becker, in which a boy wants to convince his mo-
ther, a sworn communist, who woke up from a long last-
ing coma after the fall of the Berlin Wall, everything is as
usual and nothing strange happened, using symbols, slo-
gans and visuals of the freshly fallen communist regime)
(Figure 16). Also, the phenomenology of »hammer and
sickle« has found its place in pop culture, so the comic
magazine »Hammer and Sickle« became a cult publica-
tion soon after it appeared on the market (Figure 17).
So, one could argue that the stereotype of »hammer
and sickle« is one of the most significant visuals in visual
and political anthropology. As a basic visual element of
communist ideology, this motif appeared in numerous
variations of different political-propaganda visuals and
throughout the whole century during almost the whole
century clearly disseminated the basic message of com-
munist totalitarian regime. Its marketing euphemized,
but very memorable symbolism it articulated in harmony
with other heraldic mise-en-scene, and with strength of
its simplified expressions of associative-connotative se-
quence, for many years disseminated the fundamental
ideas of its creators. That way, from the propaganda
point of view, it has completely fulfilled its purpose.
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VIZUALNA PERSUAZIJA U SLU@BI POLITIKE I SIMBOLI TOTALITARNIH RE@IMA:
FENOMEN »SRPA I ^EKI]A«
S A @ E T A K
Totalitarni re`imi, generalno antropolo{ki gledano, nesumnjivo ozna~avaju jedan od najve}ih stupnjeva neslobode
pojedinca u nekom dru{tvenom i politi~kom okviru. Premda je politi~ka povijest, uz iznimku drevne atenske demo-
kracije, zapravo povijest autokracija nastalih i odr`avanih bez pristanka podre|enih (bilo kao rezultat izvanjske prisile
osvaja~a ili prisile unutarnjih ~initelja), totalitarni re`imi koji su obilje`ili moderno razdoblje dvadesetog stolje}a nas-
tali su kao aberacija ve} ostvarene moderne (predstavni~ke, liberalne) demokracije koja je postulirala jednakost, slo-
bodu, gra|anska prava i narodni suverenitet kao svoje temeljne vrijednosti. Ikonografija totalitarnih re`ima usko je
povezana s konkretnom totalitarnom politi~kom ideologijom, ali i sa specifi~nim kulturnim naslije|em, odnosno s tradi-
cijom koja prelazi etni~ke, nacionalne i kulturne okvire odre|enog dru{tva i ima stanovita univerzalna obilje`ja. Zna~e-
nja politi~kih simbola i oblici njihova komuniciranja uspostavljaju zasebne simboli~ke entitete koji u okviru totalitarnih
re`ima imaju specifi~nu funkciju, ali i izvan njih, odnosno nakon njihova nestanka i dalje postoje zadr`avaju}i dio svojih
sadr`ajnih (zna~enje, identifikacija) i komunikacijskih (poruka, poticaj) obilje`ja. Na tom tragu, srp i ~eki} se smatra
jednim od najznakovitijih simbola totalitarnih re`ima, koji vizualnom simplifikacijom daju direktan deskriptivni ra-
kurs vlastite ideologije.
N. Svili~i} and P. Maldini: Anthropological Aspects of Totalitarian Regimes’ Symbols, Coll. Antropol. 37 (2013) 2: 569–582
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